Introduction
============

According to the Global Burden of Disease 2015 update, approximately 86 353 people died from unintentional poisonings worldwide in 2015, with 78 054 (90%) deaths occurring in low- and middle-income countries.[@R1] However, if the global estimates of the numbers of intentional poisonings were freely accessible, the poisoning mortality numbers would be higher.[@R1]

Despite the implications for public health and the impact described in high-income countries,[@R2]^--^[@R10] poisonings in low- and middle-income countries are poorly understood. We are aware of just two published studies on the epidemiology of poisoning at the national level in low- and middle-income countries: from Fiji and the Islamic Republic of Iran.[@R11]^,^[@R12]

As the most populated country in the world, China had 16 179 unintentional poisoning deaths in 2016, 31% of the world's total of 52 077.[@R1] Available knowledge about poisoning incidents in China is scattered. A study using Global Burden of Disease 2015 update data examined trends in unintentional poisoning deaths.[@R13] The authors reported a substantial reduction in unintentional poisoning mortality from 1990 to 2015. A second study used the Chinese disease surveillance points system data and reported decreases in suicide by poisoning from 2006 to 2013.[@R14] The authors also reported that suicide by pesticide poisoning was the leading method of suicide. Other published studies have examined poisoning patterns within one hospital catchment area or one province[@R15]^,^[@R16] or focused on the epidemiology of a single cause of poisoning, such as pesticide poisoning.[@R17]

We found no recent, comprehensive published studies of the epidemiology of fatal poisonings in China. To address these gaps, we used national disease surveillance data to examine changes in poisoning mortality from 2006 to 2016 by location (urban or rural), age group, intent and type of substance. Analyses were conducted separately for males and females.

Methods
=======

Data source
-----------

We designed a population-based longitudinal study based on the data from the national disease surveillance points system, initiated in 1978 by the Chinese government. The surveillance system has undergone three major improvements since 1978. First, it was expanded from 145 to 161 points in 2004--2006, yielding coverage of about 73 million residents.[@R18] Second, a web-based approach was introduced to report deaths in 2008, a development that greatly improved the timeliness of data reporting.[@R18] Third, the Chinese government combined the system with the national vital registration system in 2013, creating a data collection system from 605 surveillance points.[@R18] The population of China in the most recent census in 2010 was around 1332 million (682 million males and 650 million females).

The data for the disease surveillance points system are collected using a standard protocol by trained persons.[@R18] Trained staff members oversee data collection of all deaths occurring in the hospital. For deaths occurring outside the hospital, village health workers or community hospital professionals use verbal autopsy strategies to collect the relevant data. Local centres for disease prevention and control report all data to their next-level office (from county to prefectural to provincial to national) and routine quality checks are conducted by coders at each centre. Quality checks assess completeness, coding and internal logic across items reported on death certificates.[@R18] Any unqualified reports that are detected are corrected at each surveillance point through a review of detailed medical records or repeated verbal autopsies.[@R19] Additionally, a routine national sample survey is conducted every 3 years at all surveillance locations to adjust for any under-reporting overlooked by daily quality checks.[@R20]

We extracted the numbers of poisoning deaths and mortality per 100 000 people from 2006 to 2016. The present study reports mortality rates for 2006--2013 from 161 surveillance points and for 2014--2016 from 605 surveillance points.

This analysis was approved by the ethics committee of Xiangya School of Public Health, Central South University. Data were de-identified.

Classification of poisoning
---------------------------

Using the *International statistical classification of diseases and related health problems, 10th revision* (ICD--10), poisoning is divided into four intent categories: unintentional (codes X40‒X49), suicide (X60‒X69), homicide (X85‒X90) and undetermined (Y10‒Y19).[@R21] Poisoning is also classified into five groups by type of substance: drug (codes X40‒X44, X60‒X64, X85, Y10‒Y14), alcohol (X45, X65, Y15), pesticide (X48, X68, X87, Y18), other gases/vapours (X47, X67, Y17) and all others (X46, X49, X66, X69, X86, X88‒X90, Y16, Y19). We analysed drug poisoning in nine categories of intent and substance: opioid analgesics, antipyretics and antirheumatics (unintentional: code X40; suicide: X60); antiepileptics, sedative-hypnotics, antiparkinsonism and psychotropic drugs (unintentional: X41; suicide: X61); narcotics and psychodysleptics \[hallucinogens\] (unintentional: X42; suicide: X62); other drugs (unintentional: X43, X44; suicide: X63, X64); and drug poisoning with other intents (X85, Y10‒Y14).

Data analysis
-------------

We considered three demographic factors in the analyses: location (urban or rural), age group and year. Based on preliminary analysis and human development theory, we classified age into six groups: 0--4, 5--14, 15--24, 25--44, 45--64 and ≥ 65 years.

We calculated age-adjusted mortality rates and 95% confidence intervals (CI), using the 2010 population of China as the reference. To overcome over-dispersion of count data[@R22] we ran univariate negative binomial regression to quantify poisoning mortality changes between 2006 and 2016, using percentage change in mortality rate and its 95% CI. We first calculated the mortality rate ratio by dividing the mortality rate for 2016 with the corresponding rate of 2006, and then calculated the percentage change as: (mortality rate ratio−1) × 100.

We found that the location-specific analysis showed similar changes to that in overall poisoning mortality and that multistrata subgroup analysis yielded unreliable subgroup mortality rates for many groups due to the small numerators (deaths \< 20).[@R23] We therefore analysed age-specific fatal poisonings by intent and type of substance.

We conducted all analyses separately for males and females. Statistical analyses were completed using Stata version 12.1 (StataCorp LLC, College Station, United States of America; USA).

Results
=======

Overall trends
--------------

Between 2006 and 2016, 67 713 poisoning deaths were reported to the disease surveillance points system ([Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"} and [Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"}; available at: <http://www.who.int/bulletin/volumes/96/5/17-203943>). Of those, 41 378 (61%) were among males and 51 761 (76%) were among people living in rural areas.

###### Number of poisoning deaths by location, age group, type of substance and intent in China, 2006--2016: males

  Variable              No. of deaths by year                                                                           
  --------------------- ----------------------- ------- ------- ------- ------- ------- ------- ------- ------- ------- -------
  **All**               3 895                   3 979   4 314   3 996   3 964   3 826   3 659   3 620   3 467   3 483   3 175
  **Location**                                                                                                          
  Urban                 904                     946     964     967     948     875     813     844     875     883     822
  Rural                 2 991                   3 033   3 350   3 029   3 016   2 951   2 846   2 776   2 592   2 600   2 353
  **Age group**                                                                                                         
  0--4 years            29                      20      30      36      37      45      34      39      23      24      27
  5--14 years           59                      69      59      48      54      52      35      42      33      32      34
  15--24 years          300                     264     289     286     308     289     236     217     196     187     144
  25--44 years          1 100                   1 149   1 264   1 145   1 137   1 108   1 020   1 000   1 003   969     796
  45--64 years          1 249                   1 296   1 453   1 329   1 312   1 306   1 267   1 311   1 226   1 312   1 254
  ≥ 65 years            1 158                   1 181   1 219   1 152   1 116   1 026   1 067   1 011   986     959     920
  **External cause**                                                                                                    
  Drug^a^               363                     436     479     421     473     475     420     438     473     394     307
  Alcohol               721                     687     777     759     807     753     771     720     719     780     711
  Pesticides            2 120                   2 200   2 293   2 105   2 002   1 942   1 898   1 829   1 740   1 720   1 516
  Other gases/vapours   454                     436     575     534     533     504     449     516     428     499     552
  Other poisoning       237                     220     190     177     149     152     121     117     107     90      89
  **Intent**                                                                                                            
  Unintentional         1 412                   1 420   1 732   1 750   1 810   1 863   1 727   1 780   1 705   1 804   1 652
  Suicide               2 278                   2 380   2 302   2 078   1 956   1 823   1 809   1 706   1 664   1 602   1 452
  Undetermined          200                     168     269     155     190     128     116     126     91      74      69

^a^ Drugs include nonopioid analgesic, antipyretic and antirheumatic drugs; sedative-hypnotic, antiparkinsonism and psychotropic drugs and narcotics and psychodysleptics \[hallucinogens\].

###### Number of poisoning deaths by location, age group, type of substance and intent in China, 2006--2016: females

  Variable              No. of deaths by year                                                                           
  --------------------- ----------------------- ------- ------- ------- ------- ------- ------- ------- ------- ------- -------
  **All**               2 737                   2 773   2 975   2 687   2 556   2 468   2 358   2 089   1 987   1 944   1 761
  **Location**                                                                                                          
  Urban                 650                     604     654     613     570     556     520     481     495     496     472
  Rural                 2 087                   2 169   2 321   2 074   1 986   1 912   1 838   1 608   1 492   1 448   1 289
  **Age group**                                                                                                         
  0--4 years            17                      17      46      25      22      39      20      18      18      18      15
  5--14 years           44                      42      41      31      38      49      43      30      24      17      16
  15--24 years          243                     239     281     230     266     225     194     150     125     105     72
  25--44 years          815                     821     852     779     631     649     542     493     401     393     314
  45--64 years          726                     734     793     698     711     672     727     621     571     586     559
  ≥ 65 years            892                     920     962     924     888     834     832     777     848     825     785
  **External cause**                                                                                                    
  Drug^a^               226                     267     299     231     221     204     187     175     177     194     135
  Alcohol               33                      37      50      33      42      45      40      27      25      49      39
  Pesticides            2 025                   2 061   2 149   2 033   1 877   1 725   1 689   1 538   1 409   1 360   1 209
  Other gases/vapours   260                     231     337     278     317     374     336     279     301     273     329
  Other poisoning       193                     177     140     112     99      120     106     70      75      68      49
  **Intent**                                                                                                            
  Unintentional         522                     533     684     658     684     737     700     596     607     593     575
  Suicide               2 095                   2 178   2 183   1 951   1 806   1 668   1 611   1 449   1 344   1 317   1 152
  Undetermined          105                     54      103     68      54      57      43      40      28      31      33

^a^ Drugs include nonopioid analgesic, antipyretic and antirheumatic drugs; sedative-hypnotic, antiparkinsonism and psychotropic drugs and narcotics and psychodysleptics \[hallucinogens\].

In 2016, there were 4936 poisoning deaths in the Chinese disease surveillance sample of 84 060 559 (3175 of 42 752 062 among males and 1761 of 41 308 497 among females). The overall crude poisoning mortality was 5.9 (95% CI: 5.6--6.2) per 100 000 people: 7.4 (95% CI: 7.2--7.7) and 4.3 (95% CI: 4.1--4.5) per 100 000 in males and females, respectively.

Age-adjusted mortality fell from 9.2 to 5.4 per 100 000 people between 2006 and 2016. For both sexes we found a trend of a slight increase in age-adjusted mortality from 2006 to 2008 and then a gradual decrease from 2009 to 2016 ([Table 3](#T3){ref-type="table"}; [Table 4](#T4){ref-type="table"}). Males consistently had higher poisoning mortality than females across the study period (male to female ratio range: 1.4--1.8). Poisoning mortality per 100 000 people decreased by 36% (from 10.7 to 6.9) for males and 50% (from 7.6 to 3.8) for females between 2006 and 2016.

###### Age-adjusted poisoning mortality per 100 000 people by location, age group, type of substance and intent in China, 2006--2016: males

  Variable              Mortality per 100 000 people (95% CI) by year   \% change in rate (95% CI)^a^                                                                                                                                                                                                         
  --------------------- ----------------------------------------------- ------------------------------- --------------------- --------------------- --------------------- --------------------- --------------------- --------------------- --------------------- --------------------- --------------------- ------------------
  **All**               10.7 (10.4 to 11.0)                             10.7 (10.3 to 11.0)             11.3 (11.0 to 11.6)   10.3 (10.0 to 10.6)   10.1 (9.8 to 10.4)    9.1 (8.8 to 9.4)      8.6 (8.3 to 8.8)      8.3 (8.0 to 8.5)      7.9 (7.6 to 8.2)      7.9 (7.7 to 8.2)      6.9 (6.7 to 7.2)      −35 (−38 to −32)
  **Location**                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                
  Urban                 6.3 (5.9 to 6.7)                                6.4 (6.0 to 6.8)                6.3 (5.9 to 6.8)      6.3 (5.9 to 6.7)      6.1 (5.7 to 6.5)      4.6 (4.3 to 4.9)      4.3 (4.0 to 4.6)      4.3 (4.0 to 4.6)      4.3 (4.0 to 4.7)      4.4 (4.1 to 4.7)      3.9 (3.6 to 4.1)      −39 (−44 to −33)
  Rural                 13.7 (13.2 to 14.1)                             13.5 (13.1 to 14.0)             14.7 (14.2 to 15.2)   13.1 (12.6 to 13.5)   12.8 (12.3 to 13.2)   12.7 (12.2 to 13.1)   11.9 (11.4 to 12.4)   11.5 (11.0 to 11.9)   10.9 (10.5 to 11.4)   11.0 (10.5 to 11.4)   9.6 (9.2 to 10.0)     −30 (−33 to −26)
  **Age group**                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
  0--4 years            1.2 (0.8 to 1.7)                                0.8 (0.5 to 1.2)                1.2 (0.8 to 1.7)      1.5 (1.0 to 1.9)      1.5 (1.0 to 1.9)      1.9 (1.4 to 2.5)      1.4 (0.9 to 1.9)      1.6 (1.1 to 2.1)      0.9 (0.5 to 1.3)      1.0 (0.6 to 1.4)      1.1 (0.7 to 1.5)      −12 (−48 to 49)
  5--14 years           1.2 (0.9 to 1.5)                                1.4 (1.1 to 1.7)                1.2 (0.9 to 1.5)      1.0 (0.7 to 1.3)      1.1 (0.8 to 1.4)      1.2 (0.9 to 1.5)      0.8 (0.5 to 1.0)      0.9 (0.7 to 1.2)      0.7 (0.5 to 1.0)      0.7 (0.5 to 1.0)      0.8 (0.5 to 1.0)      −37 (−59 to −4)
  15--24 years          4.4 (3.9 to 4.9)                                3.8 (3.3 to 4.3)                4.2 (3.7 to 4.7)      4.2 (3.7 to 4.7)      4.6 (4.1 to 5.1)      4.1 (3.7 to 4.6)      3.5 (3.0 to 3.9)      3.2 (2.8 to 3.7)      3.0 (2.6 to 3.4)      2.9 (2.5 to 3.3)      2.2 (1.8 to 2.5)      −51 (−60 to −40)
  25--44 years          8.6 (8.1 to 9.1)                                8.7 (8.2 to 9.2)                9.6 (9.0 to 10.1)     8.8 (8.3 to 9.3)      8.9 (8.4 to 9.4)      8.1 (7.6 to 8.6)      7.5 (7.1 to 8.0)      7.6 (7.1 to 8.1)      7.8 (7.3 to 8.2)      7.5 (7.1 to 8.0)      6.1 (5.7 to 6.5)      −29 (−35 to −22)
  45--64 years          14.6 (13.8 to 15.4)                             14.9 (14.0 to 15.7)             16.0 (15.2 to 16.8)   13.8 (13.0 to 14.5)   13.1 (12.4 to 13.8)   12.2 (11.5 to 12.9)   11.6 (10.9 to 12.2)   11.3 (10.7 to 11.9)   10.4 (9.8 to 11.0)    11.2 (10.6 to 11.8)   10.7 (10.1 to 11.3)   −26 (−32 to −20)
  ≥ 65 years            40.3 (38.0 to 42.6)                             39.6 (37.4 to 41.9)             40.1 (37.8 to 42.3)   37.4 (35.2 to 39.5)   35.7 (33.6 to 37.8)   29.9 (28.0 to 31.7)   29.9 (28.1 to 31.7)   27.5 (25.8 to 29.2)   26.0 (24.4 to 27.6)   25.2 (23.6 to 26.8)   21.5 (20.1 to 22.8)   −47 (−51 to −42)
  **External cause**                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          
  Drug^b^               1.0 (0.9 to 1.1)                                1.1 (1.1 to 1.2)                1.2 (1.2 to 1.3)      1.1 (1.0 to 1.1)      1.2 (1.1 to 1.3)      1.1 (1.1 to 1.2)      1.0 (0.9 to 1.1)      1.1 (1.0 to 1.1)      1.1 (1.1 to 1.2)      0.9 (0.9 to 1.0)      0.7 (0.6 to 0.8)      −28 (−38 to −17)
  Alcohol               2.0 (1.9 to 2.1)                                1.8 (1.7 to 1.9)                2.0 (1.9 to 2.1)      1.9 (1.8 to 2.0)      2.0 (1.9 to 2.1)      1.8 (1.7 to 1.9)      1.8 (1.7 to 1.9)      1.6 (1.5 to 1.7)      1.6 (1.5 to 1.7)      1.8 (1.7 to 1.9)      1.6 (1.5 to 1.7)      −21 (−29 to −12)
  Pesticides            5.9 (5.7 to 6.0)                                5.9 (5.8 to 6.1)                6.1 (5.9 to 6.2)      5.5 (5.3 to 5.6)      5.1 (5.0 to 5.3)      4.6 (4.5 to 4.8)      4.4 (4.3 to 4.6)      4.2 (4.0 to 4.3)      3.9 (3.8 to 4.0)      3.9 (3.7 to 4.0)      3.3 (3.1 to 3.4)      −45 (−48 to −41)
  Other gases/vapours   1.2 (1.2 to 1.3)                                1.2 (1.1 to 1.2)                1.5 (1.4 to 1.6)      1.4 (1.3 to 1.4)      1.4 (1.3 to 1.4)      1.2 (1.1 to 1.3)      1.1 (1.0 to 1.1)      1.2 (1.1 to 1.3)      1.0 (0.9 to 1.1)      1.2 (1.1 to 1.2)      1.2 (1.1 to 1.3)      −2 (−13 to 11)
  Other poisoning       0.7 (0.6 to 0.7)                                0.6 (0.5 to 0.6)                0.5 (0.4 to 0.6)      0.5 (0.4 to 0.5)      0.4 (0.3 to 0.4)      0.4 (0.3 to 0.4)      0.3 (0.3 to 0.3)      0.3 (0.2 to 0.3)      0.3 (0.2 to 0.3)      0.2 (0.2 to 0.2)      0.2 (0.2 to 0.2)      −70 (−77 to −61)
  **Intent**                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
  Unintentional         3.8 (3.6 to 4.0)                                3.8 (3.6 to 4.0)                4.5 (4.3 to 4.7)      4.5 (4.3 to 4.7)      4.6 (4.4 to 4.8)      4.4 (4.2 to 4.6)      4.0 (3.8 to 4.2)      4.1 (3.9 to 4.3)      3.9 (3.7 to 4.1)      4.1 (3.9 to 4.3)      3.6 (3.4 to 3.8)      −5 (−12 to 2)
  Suicide               6.3 (6.1 to 6.6)                                6.4 (6.2 to 6.7)                6.1 (5.8 to 6.3)      5.4 (5.2 to 5.6)      5.0 (4.8 to 5.2)      4.3 (4.1 to 4.5)      4.2 (4.0 to 4.4)      3.9 (3.7 to 4.1)      3.8 (3.6 to 3.9)      3.6 (3.4 to 3.8)      3.1 (2.9 to 3.3)      −50 (−54 to −47)
  Undetermined          0.5 (0.5 to 0.6)                                0.4 (0.4 to 0.5)                0.7 (0.6 to 0.8)      0.4 (0.3 to 0.5)      0.5 (0.4 to 0.5)      0.3 (0.2 to 0.4)      0.3 (0.2 to 0.3)      0.3 (0.2 to 0.3)      0.2 (0.2 to 0.3)      0.2 (0.1 to 0.2)      0.2 (0.1 to 0.2)      −71 (−78 to −62)

CI: confidence interval.

^a^ Percentage change in mortality and its 95% CI was calculated as: (mortality rate ratio−1) × 100.

^b^ Drugs include nonopioid analgesic, antipyretic and antirheumatic drugs; sedative-hypnotic, antiparkinsonism and psychotropic drugs and narcotics and psychodysleptics \[hallucinogens\].

Note: Mortality for overall and subgroup poisoning rates (excluding the six age groups) were age-adjusted using the population of China in 2010 (the most recent census).

###### Age-adjusted poisoning mortality per 100 000 people by location, age group, type of substance and intent in China, 2006--2016: females

  Variable              Mortality per 100 000 people (95% CI) by year   \% change in rate (95% CI)^a^                                                                                                                                                                                                         
  --------------------- ----------------------------------------------- ------------------------------- --------------------- --------------------- --------------------- --------------------- --------------------- --------------------- --------------------- --------------------- --------------------- ------------------
  **All**               7.6 (7.3 to 7.9)                                7.7 (7.4 to 8.0)                8.1 (7.8 to 8.4)      7.2 (6.9 to 7.5)      6.8 (6.5 to 7.0)      6.0 (5.8 to 6.3)      5.7 (5.5 to 5.9)      4.9 (4.7 to 5.1)      4.6 (4.4 to 4.8)      4.5 (4.3 to 4.7)      3.8 (3.6 to 4.0)      −50 (−53 to −46)
  **Location**                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                
  Urban                 4.6 (4.2 to 4.9)                                4.2 (3.9 to 4.6)                4.5 (4.1 to 4.8)      4.1 (3.8 to 4.5)      3.9 (3.5 to 4.2)      3.1 (2.9 to 3.4)      2.9 (2.6 to 3.1)      2.5 (2.3 to 2.8)      2.6 (2.3 to 2.8)      2.5 (2.3 to 2.8)      2.3 (2.0 to 2.5)      −50 (−56 to −44)
  Rural                 9.6 (9.2 to 10.0)                               10.1 (9.7 to 10.5)              10.6 (10.2 to 11.0)   9.4 (9.0 to 9.8)      8.8 (8.4 to 9.2)      8.3 (7.9 to 8.7)      7.9 (7.5 to 8.3)      6.9 (6.5 to 7.2)      6.4 (6.0 to 6.7)      6.1 (5.8 to 6.4)      5.1 (4.8 to 5.5)      −47 (−50 to −43)
  **Age group**                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
  0--4 years            0.8 (0.4 to 1.1)                                0.8 (0.4 to 1.1)                2.0 (1.4 to 2.6)      1.1 (0.7 to 1.5)      0.9 (0.5 to 1.3)      1.8 (1.3 to 2.4)      1.0 (0.5 to 1.4)      0.9 (0.5 to 1.3)      0.9 (0.5 to 1.3)      0.9 (0.5 to 1.3)      0.7 (0.4 to 1.1)      −5 (−52 to 91)
  5--14 years           1.0 (0.7 to 1.3)                                1.0 (0.7 to 1.3)                1.0 (0.7 to 1.2)      0.7 (0.5 to 1.0)      0.9 (0.6 to 1.2)      1.3 (0.9 to 1.6)      1.1 (0.8 to 1.5)      0.8 (0.5 to 1.0)      0.6 (0.4 to 0.8)      0.4 (0.2 to 0.6)      0.4 (0.2 to 0.6)      −59 (−77 to −27)
  15--24 years          3.7 (3.2 to 4.2)                                3.7 (3.2 to 4.1)                4.4 (3.9 to 4.9)      3.6 (3.2 to 4.1)      4.3 (3.8 to 4.8)      3.5 (3.0 to 4.0)      3.0 (2.5 to 3.4)      2.4 (2.0 to 2.7)      2.0 (1.7 to 2.4)      1.7 (1.4 to 2.0)      1.1 (0.9 to 1.4)      −69 (−76 to −60)
  25--44 years          6.4 (6.0 to 6.8)                                6.5 (6.0 to 6.9)                6.7 (6.2 to 7.1)      6.2 (5.8 to 6.6)      5.1 (4.7 to 5.5)      4.9 (4.5 to 5.3)      4.1 (3.8 to 4.5)      3.9 (3.5 to 4.2)      3.2 (2.9 to 3.5)      3.1 (2.8 to 3.4)      2.5 (2.2 to 2.8)      −61 (−66 to −56)
  45--64 years          8.6 (8.0 to 9.2)                                8.7 (8.1 to 9.4)                9.0 (8.4 to 9.7)      7.5 (6.9 to 8.0)      7.3 (6.8 to 7.8)      6.5 (6.0 to 7.0)      6.9 (6.4 to 7.4)      5.5 (5.1 to 6.0)      5.0 (4.6 to 5.4)      5.1 (4.7 to 5.5)      5.0 (4.5 to 5.4)      −42 (−48 to −36)
  ≥ 65 years            27.3 (25.5 to 29.1)                             28.0 (26.2 to 29.8)             28.6 (26.8 to 30.4)   27.0 (25.3 to 28.8)   25.6 (23.9 to 27.2)   20.9 (19.5 to 22.3)   20.6 (19.2 to 22.0)   18.6 (17.3 to 19.9)   19.8 (18.5 to 21.2)   18.9 (17.6 to 20.2)   16.0 (14.8 to 17.1)   −42 (−47 to −36)
  **External cause**                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          
  Drug^b^               0.6 (0.6 to 0.7)                                0.7 (0.7 to 0.8)                0.8 (0.7 to 0.9)      0.6 (0.5 to 0.7)      0.6 (0.5 to 0.7)      0.5 (0.4 to 0.6)      0.5 (0.4 to 0.5)      0.4 (0.4 to 0.5)      0.4 (0.4 to 0.5)      0.5 (0.4 to 0.5)      0.3 (0.3 to 0.4)      −51 (−61 to −39)
  Alcohol               0.1 (0.1 to 0.1)                                0.1 (0.1 to 0.1)                0.1 (0.1 to 0.2)      0.1 (0.1 to 0.1)      0.1 (0.1 to 0.1)      0.1 (0.1 to 0.1)      0.1 (0.1 to 0.1)      0.1 (0.0 to 0.1)      0.1 (0.0 to 0.1)      0.1 (0.1 to 0.1)      0.1 (0.1 to 0.1)      −7 (−42 to 50)
  Pesticides            5.6 (5.4 to 5.9)                                5.8 (5.5 to 6.0)                5.9 (5.6 to 6.1)      5.5 (5.2 to 5.7)      5.0 (4.8 to 5.2)      4.2 (4.0 to 4.4)      4.1 (3.9 to 4.3)      3.6 (3.4 to 3.8)      3.3 (3.1 to 3.4)      3.1 (2.9 to 3.3)      2.6 (2.5 to 2.8)      −54 (−57 to −50)
  Other gases/vapours   0.7 (0.6 to 0.8)                                0.6 (0.6 to 0.7)                0.9 (0.8 to 1.0)      0.8 (0.7 to 0.8)      0.8 (0.7 to 0.9)      0.9 (0.8 to 1.0)      0.8 (0.7 to 0.9)      0.7 (0.6 to 0.7)      0.7 (0.6 to 0.8)      0.6 (0.6 to 0.7)      0.7 (0.6 to 0.8)      −1 (−16 to 17)
  Other poisoning       0.5 (0.5 to 0.6)                                0.5 (0.4 to 0.6)                0.4 (0.3 to 0.4)      0.3 (0.2 to 0.4)      0.3 (0.2 to 0.3)      0.3 (0.2 to 0.4)      0.3 (0.2 to 0.3)      0.2 (0.1 to 0.2)      0.2 (0.1 to 0.2)      0.2 (0.1 to 0.2)      0.1 (0.1 to 0.1)      −80 (−86 to −73)
  **Intent**                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
  Unintentional         1.4 (1.3 to 1.6)                                1.5 (1.4 to 1.6)                1.9 (1.7 to 2.0)      1.8 (1.6 to 1.9)      1.8 (1.7 to 1.9)      1.8 (1.7 to 1.9)      1.7 (1.6 to 1.8)      1.4 (1.3 to 1.5)      1.4 (1.3 to 1.5)      1.4 (1.3 to 1.5)      1.3 (1.1 to 1.4)      −12 (−22 to −1)
  Suicide               5.8 (5.6 to 6.1)                                6.1 (5.8 to 6.3)                6.0 (5.7 to 6.2)      5.3 (5.0 to 5.5)      4.8 (4.6 to 5.0)      4.1 (3.9 to 4.3)      3.9 (3.7 to 4.1)      3.4 (3.2 to 3.6)      3.1 (2.9 to 3.3)      3.0 (2.8 to 3.2)      2.5 (2.3 to 2.6)      −57 (−60 to −54)
  Undetermined          0.3 (0.2 to 0.3)                                0.2 (0.1 to 0.2)                0.3 (0.2 to 0.3)      0.2 (0.1 to 0.2)      0.1 (0.1 to 0.2)      0.1 (0.1 to 0.2)      0.1 (0.1 to 0.1)      0.1 (0.1 to 0.1)      0.1 (0.0 to 0.1)      0.1 (0.1 to 0.1)      0.1 (0.1 to 0.1)      −74 (−83 to −62)

CI: confidence interval.

^a^ Percentage change in mortality and its 95% CI was calculated as: (mortality rate ratio−1) × 100.

^b^ Drugs include nonopioid analgesic, antipyretic and antirheumatic drugs; sedative-hypnotic, antiparkinsonism and psychotropic drugs and narcotics and psychodysleptics \[hallucinogens\].

Notes: Mortality for overall and subgroup poisoning rates (excluding the six age groups) were age-adjusted using the population of China in 2010 (the most recent census).

Across the study time period, poisoning mortality in rural areas was 2.1--2.8 times greater than in urban areas. Male poisoning mortality per 100 000 people decreased over 2006‒2016 by 30% (from 13.7 to 9.6) for rural and 38% (from 6.3 to 3.9) for urban residents. Female poisoning mortality per 100 000 decreased by 47% (from 9.6 to 5.1) for rural and 50% (from 4.6 to 2.3) for urban residents.

Poisoning mortality generally rose as age increased. Substantial reductions in mortality occurred over 2006‒2016 in all sex- and age-specific groups except for children aged 0--4 years.

Among males, pesticides and alcohol were the most common substances involved, accounting for 48% (1516 of 3175) and 22% (711 of 3175) of poisoning deaths in 2016, respectively. Deaths per 100 000 people due to poisoning by pesticides and alcohol among males decreased by 44% (from 5.9 to 3.3) and 20% (from 2.0 to 1.6) respectively over the study period. Among females, pesticides were the most commonly used substances in poisoning deaths, accounting for  1209 of 1761 (69%) deaths in 2016. Deaths from poisoning by pesticide among females decreased by 54% (from 5.6 to 2.6 per 100 000) between 2006 and 2016.

Suicidal poisoning mortality per 100 000 people decreased by 50% (from 6.3 to 3.1) in males and 57% (from 5.8 to 2.5) in females. This contrasts with a non-significant decrease in unintentional fatal poisonings in males (5%, from 3.8 to 3.6) and in females (7%, from 1.4 to 1.3).

Location- and sex-specific trends
---------------------------------

Analysis by location showed that mortality in all subgroups by intent and by type of substance were higher in rural than urban areas. Similar patterns of change over time were observed for urban and rural areas (data available from the corresponding author).

Sex-specific analysis demonstrated that males had higher subgroup poisoning mortality (by intent and by type of substance) than females, particularly for alcohol-related poisoning (data available from the corresponding author). The patterns of change from 2006 to 2016 by intent and by type of substance were generally similar among males and females.

Age-specific trends
-------------------

Subgroup analyses by age group and intent show great variations across age groups ([Fig. 1](#F1){ref-type="fig"}). Unintentional poisoning was the leading intent in children younger than 5 years, accounting for 40 of 42 (95%) poisonings for both sexes in 2016. Suicidal poisoning was the leading cause of fatal poisonings in individuals older than 24 years, and was especially prominent in the oldest individuals, constituting 59% and 68% of poisonings in males and females aged ≥ 65 years in 2016. Suicide poisoning mortality decreased substantially in most age groups for both males and females (data available from the corresponding author).

![Age-adjusted poisoning mortality by age group and intent in China, 2006--2016](BLT.17.203943-F1){#F1}

Subgroup analyses by age group and type of substance demonstrated inconsistent changes over time from 2006 to 2016 ([Fig. 2](#F2){ref-type="fig"}). For both sexes, pesticides, other gases and vapours, and drugs were the most common substances causing poisoning in children younger than 5 years. Among all other age groups, pesticide poisoning was most common. Alcohol poisoning deaths also occurred frequently among males aged 25--44 years and 45--64 years, accounting for 203 of 796 (26%) and 397 of 1254 (32%) deaths in 2016, respectively.

![Age-adjusted poisoning mortality by age group and type of substance in China, 2006--2016](BLT.17.203943-F2){#F2}

Analysis of changes over time found that decreases in pesticide poisoning mortality ranged from 38% to 66% for males and from 43% to 72% for females in all adolescent and adult age groups. Drug poisoning mortality per 100 000 people decreased by 11% (from 0.9 to 0.8) and 50% (from 2.8 to 1.4) in males and 43% (from 0.7 to 0.4) and 63% (from 2.4 to 0.9) in females in age group 45--64 years and ≥ 65 years respectively. Alcohol poisoning decreased in two male age groups: 25--44 years (from 2.2 to 1.6) and ≥ 65 years (from 4.2 to 2.3; data available from the corresponding author).

Subgroup analysis examining the combination of intent and type of drugs revealed various age-specific patterns in drug poisoning ([Fig. 3](#F3){ref-type="fig"}). For both sexes, drug poisonings were rare in young children ([Fig. 2](#F2){ref-type="fig"}). In 2016, for example, mortality per 100 000 in children was 0.17 for ages 0--4 years and 0.04 for ages 5--14 years. Deaths were primarily due to unintentional and suicidal poisonings by other drugs in age group 5--14 years. In males, unintentional poisoning by narcotics and psychodysleptics was the leading cause of drug poisoning for age groups 15--24 years and 25--44 years. Unintentional poisoning by narcotics and psychodysleptics or by other drugs and suicide poisoning by other drugs were most frequent in males aged 45--64 years and ≥ 65 years. Unintentional and suicide poisonings by other drugs were most common in females aged 45--64 years and ≥ 65 years. Changes in drug poisoning mortality varied greatly across sex- and age-specific groups (data are available from the corresponding author).

![Age-adjusted, drug-induced poisoning mortality by intent and type of drug in China, 2006--2016](BLT.17.203943-F3){#F3}

Subgroup analysis by both intent and type of substance revealed similar patterns of pesticide and alcohol poisoning deaths across the four adolescent and adult age groups ([Fig. 4](#F4){ref-type="fig"}**)**. For both sexes, unintentional poisoning by pesticide and other gases and vapours were most common in age group 0--4 years. Poisoning mortality varied differently between subgroups over the study period. Despite small numbers, unintentional poisoning by alcohol increased 217% in females aged 45--64 years from 0.06 to 0.19 per 100 000 over 2006‒2016.

![Poisoning mortality by age group, intent and type of substance (excluding drugs) in China, 2006--2016](BLT.17.203943-F4){#F4}

Discussion
==========

We generated five major findings. First, age-adjusted poisoning mortality dropped from 9.15 to 5.40 per 100 000 people between 2006 and 2016 in China. The reduction was present in both sexes and both urban and rural areas. Second, a reduction in suicidal poisoning by pesticides was the primary driver of recent decreases in overall poisoning mortality. Third, changes in overall poisoning mortality varied greatly across age groups in the analyses of particular intents and substances and patterns of change over time. Fourth, unintentional poisonings from alcohol represented a major subcategory of fatal poisonings for males ages 25--44 years and 45--64 years, and did not show downward trends in frequency over time. Fifth, despite the small numbers of deaths, large increases in unintentional drug poisoning by narcotics and psychodysleptics were found for individuals ages 25--44 years. We discuss each point below.

The study replicates the findings in two previous publications from China,[@R13]^,^[@R14] and extends previous work. We found that the largest decreases in poisoning mortality in China occurred in unintentional poisoning and suicide by pesticide. The 2016 crude poisoning mortality in China (7.4 per 100 000 people in males and 4.3 in females) is lower than previous reports for northern European countries (ranging from 7.9 to 22.4 per 100 000 people)[@R6]^,^[@R8] and the USA (16.2 in per 100 000 people).[@R2] Variations across countries may reflect cultural differences, including societal reactions to suicide and suicide risk, management of lethal and poisonous substances, living and work environments and the reporting quality of poisoning mortality data (such as under-reporting due to the stigma attached to suicide).[@R24]^,^[@R25]

Consistent with previous studies both in China[@R14] and elsewhere,[@R2] our study reports higher poisoning mortality risk in males, rural residents and older adults. Higher risk among males could result from a combination of a greater tendency towards risk-taking and greater opportunity for exposure to poisoning, including being more likely to take on high-risk jobs and having higher alcohol consumption rates.[@R26]^,^[@R27] Similarly, rural residents have greater access and exposure to poisonous substances such as pesticides. Greater fatality rates in rural areas of China may be also due to relatively underdeveloped prehospital aid and hospital treatment services for poisoning cases compared with those of urban cities.[@R28] Older adults may face greater unintentional poisoning risk because of poorer physical health (such as weakened eyesight or sense of smell) and greater suicide risk from depressive disorders in older age.[@R1]

As reported in other Asian countries,[@R24]^,^[@R29]^,^[@R30] suicide by pesticide was the most common cause of fatal poisonings in China. This may result primarily from easy access to pesticides that are used in agricultural production. Unlike the situation in high-income countries, where there is more mechanization and larger-scale farming, rural populations in low- and middle-income countries farm on small plots and have immediate access to pesticides.[@R31]

Encouragingly, suicidal poisoning by pesticides demonstrated a distinct decreasing trend from 2006 to 2016, which was an important component of the declining overall trend in suicides for China over that time period.[@R32] The decrease likely reflects the effect of rapid urbanization that caused many citizens to migrate from rural to urban areas, reducing exposure and access to lethal pesticides.[@R33]^,^[@R34] It may also reflect the impact of national changes in regulations on the production, circulation and sale of lethal pesticides.[@R35]^,^[@R36] Social and economic development has improved living standards across both urban and rural China,[@R32] reducing small-household farming practices. National development has also improved the capacity of mental health services,[@R37] which may reduce suicides associated with chronic or acute mental illness. Older Chinese adults are less likely to migrate into urban areas and the number of older adults living in rural areas is actually increasing relative to previous years because of increased lifespans. Prevention efforts to reduce pesticide poisoning in rural China have been piloted, such as household lock-boxes and community education, but have so far been implemented in only a few areas.[@R38]

Poisoning deaths by pesticide and other gases and vapours among children aged 0--4 and 5--14 years remained relatively stable, a finding that deserves attention from researchers and policy-makers. Young children are full of curiosity, traits essential to learning and growth, but may lack the knowledge to judge the risks from lethal substances. Subgroup analysis by ICD-10 code showed that unintentional pesticide ingestions, children failing to recognize ingestion risks, was a major cause of unintentional poisoning by pesticide. Deaths from gases and vapours were primarily from carbon monoxide exposure. A study in Wuhan city reported multiple causes of carbon monoxide poisoning, including fire-related incidents, gas leaks, liquefied gas, gas-related poisoning while showering (from natural gas heaters) and coal or charcoal burning.[@R39] Many of these risks can be prevented through established prevention strategies.[@R40]

Alcohol poisoning declined steeply between 2006 and 2016 among Chinese men older than 65 years. This success is probably related to prevention efforts to reduce harmful use of alcohol, including introduction of strict penalties for drink--driving since 2007[@R40]^,^[@R41] and advocating moderate drinking as a component of healthy lifestyles.[@R42]

Between 2006 and 2016, we observed overall increases in unintentional drug poisoning by narcotics and hallucinogens among Chinese men aged 25--64 years and Chinese women aged 25--44 years, a trend that replicates concerns elsewhere in the world.[@R43]^,^[@R44] These results may indicate the growing use of narcotics and psychodysleptics through both legal and illegal channels to treat pain and other conditions, as well as the rising production of fentanyl in China. All-age prevalence rates increased from 112.5 to 124.2 per 1000 persons for low back neck pain and from 0.76 to 0.80 per 1000 persons for drug use disorders between 2005 and 2015 in China.[@R1] China is a primary producer of non-pharmaceutical fentanyl,[@R45] creating potential for easy access among Chinese citizens.

Our analyses were limited by the lack of data on non-fatal poisoning and relevant risk factors such as access to lethal poisonous substances for vulnerable children and older adults, sale of prescription drugs, alcohol drinking behaviours and enforcement of relevant laws on pesticides, alcohol and prescription drugs. Without these data, causal inferences cannot be made. Additionally, our results are affected by the reporting quality of the disease surveillance data, including completeness, validity of classification and stability. A previous study reported that a small proportion of suicide deaths (5%), including those by poisoning, were misclassified as other specified injuries or injuries with unknown external causes.[@R46] In addition, the introduction of a web-based reporting system in 2008 caused a slight fluctuation in reported mortality rates in the disease surveillance data set around 2008.[@R47]

Our findings have at least two policy implications. First, the findings offer evidence that some recent poisoning prevention policies and interventions may have achieved success. For example, new policies related to pesticide production, sale and storage may have contributed to a reduction in suicidal poisoning from pesticides. Similarly, there have been efforts to reduce harmful use of alcohol,[@R42] including efforts to alter traditional attitudes of drinking alcohol as a way to enhance social connections,[@R26] efforts to standardize and manage advertising of alcoholic beverages in the mass media,[@R48] and the introduction of more severe drinking and driving laws.[@R49] These may have contributed to a reduction in fatal alcohol poisoning incidents. Policy efforts should be continued.

Second, we noted large increases in unintentional drug poisoning from narcotics and hallucinogens in Chinese citizens aged 25--64 years, forewarning the risk of a national epidemic if strong actions are not taken. National efforts to continue to prohibit illegal production and sale of non-pharmaceutical fentanyl are needed.

Lijun Wang and Yue Wu contributed equally to this work.

None declared.
